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South African ·Sojourn: 
A Journey of Discovery 
by lita Rule 
Introduction 
The last six months of 1999 were to me a period of 
new discoveries and opportunities for both profes- . 
sional and personal learning. My husband Ken and I 
journeyed to the Republic of South Africa, the coun-
try at the southernmost tip of the African continent, 
for a combined sabbatical leave. Our destination was 
the Pietermaritzburg campus of the University of 
Natal. We had been invited by the University's Vice 
Chancellor. 
For the Ames Forester specifically, I started to write 
a more formal article on South African forestry from 
my own experience 
and exposure. Sev-
eral paragraphs later, 
I decided I would also 
like to write about my 
experiences and the 
more mundane things 
rather than just facts 
and figures about the 
country's trees and 
forests. I felt the for-
estry information will 
still be there and 
could be found in sev-
eral sources. In con-
trast, impressions 
would surely fade as 
would the funny mo-
ments, the beauty, and 
However, I will still include the paragraphs on South 
African forestry j~st to give you some ideas of what 
is there. 
South African Forestry in the 
Eyes of an Outsider 
The University of Natal has two campuses: one in 
Pietermaritzburg (where the agriculture campus is) 
and the other in Durban (mostly liberal arts and sci-
ences). UN-Pietermaritzburg has a population of 
about 8 ,000 students. There are seven schools (our 
equivalent for colleges), including the School of Ag-
ricultural Sciences and Agribusiness which has a two-
year old Department 
the horror (or at least A view off the southern coast of South Africa. 
ofForestry. Consid-
ering its youth, the 
forestry department 
has already attracted 
a good number of 
students. 
Pietermari tz burg 
(PMB for short) is a 
city 45 miles north-
west of Durban and 
about 400 miles 
southeast of 
Johannesburg. 
These cities are all 
located in the prov-
ince of KwaZulu-
N atal or KZN. 
Durban is a major 
city and port which 
in tum is about 650 at one time I thought 
there was one). All would become diminished and 
then forgotten as well. Unless I commit these thoughts 
and remembrances on paper, unless I share them with 
others (you), that is where they definitely would end. 
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miles north of Cape Town. PMB is a beautiful, sub-
tropical area which, from the sea level at Durban, rises 
to 3 ,500 feet above sea level. Just 100 miles to the 
west, the topography rises up to 10 ,000 feet in the 
Drakensburg mountains. PMB is also fondly referred 
to as 'Maritzburg by the local people. 
South African forestry is mainly commercial. Only 3 
to 5 percent of its original indigenous forest area is 
left (information from a newspaper clipping). There 
tries in terms of forested areas as a percentage of to-
tal land area. It may be noted that the areas reported 
for both South Africa and Zimbabwe are for planta-
tions only. South Africa has a considerably higher 
percentage of its total land area devoted to forestry 
than most if not all African countries. 
Table 1. Areas devoted to forestry in various countries, 1996-97. 
Total Area Forestry Area % of Total 
Country (million ha.) (hectares) Land Area 
South Africa* 119.3 1,518,138 1.3 
Zimbabwe* 39.1 125,000 0.3 
European Union 313.1 90,799,000 29.0 
U.S.A 957 .. 3 287, 190,000 30.0 
Canada 922.1 359,619,000 39.0 
Japan 37.7 25,259,000 67.0 
Russian Federation 1,707.5 785,450,000 46.0 
World 13,116.3 3,934,890,000 30.0 
are two big privately owned companies (Mondi For- In terms of land use, forestry is also the second larg-
est and SAPPI for South African Pulp and Paper, Inc.) est land use in South Africa with over 1.5 million hect-
and thousands of private but small tree farmers. Tree ares devoted to growign trees for commercial pur-
poses (see Table 1 below). It is next to 
maize or com which is the single biggest 
use with almost 4 million hectares de-
voted to it. Closely following forestry is 
wheat (1.38 million hectares) while sugar 
cane is a distant fourth with a little less 
than half a million hectares. 
Most of South Africa's forests are found 
along the eastern and southern parts of the 
country. Forest areas are found princi-
pally in the eastern side (mostly in KZN 
and areas north of KZN), and also in the 
Cape area where there is winter rain. Na-
A pine plantation shows the uniform growth of such areas. tal Midlands (the area between and in-
farmer cooperatives are common. There is also a eluding PMB and Durban) has a wide range of rain-
public forestry company (SAFCOL for South Afri- fall. Annual rainfall of 800 mm is considered mar-
can Forestry Company). However, plans for ginal for forestry. PMB has marginal forestry areas 
privatization are in the works if it is not on their way of 800 mm annual precipitation especially in the lower 
already. More specific information is presented in slopes, but at higher elevations there are dramatic in-
Tables 1 and 2 and was obtained from South Africa's creases of about 1,000 to 1,200 mm in annual pre-
Department of Water Affairs and Forestry's 1997 bul- cipitation levels. 
letin. 
Hail is also known at PMB - there were two hail-
Table 1 above shows a comparison of several coun- storms larger than the size of marbles that occurred 
during our 6-month stay. The first storm was largely 
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ignored by the residents because they were avidly 
watching the South African-New Zealand (or Aus-
tralian?) rugby match on television. Rugby is the 
equivalent of our football religion. There was only 
often bought from the bigger companies. The euca-
lyptus species (also known as the gum trees) are fast-
growing species that were all introduced from Aus-
tralia. There are hundreds of eucal ypt speci_es but the 
Table 2. Plantation area by species and ownership in 1996-97, South Africa. 
Species Ownership (hectares) % of 
Total 
Private Public Total 
Softwood 432,992 364,618 797,610 52.5 
E. grandis 386,295 55,099 441,394 29.1 
Other gum 134,507 22,063 156,570 10.3 
Wattle 104,000 8,029 112,029 7.4 
Other 4,803 5,732 10,535 0.7 
Total 1,062,597 455,541 1,518,138 100.0 
one place showing the game on the MNET channel 
where we were - the University Cafe. This may sound 
funny but I've never been hit by hail that big in the 
close to a dozen years of living in Iowa - I tasted the 
sting of those first several hits in South Africa as we 
were trying to beat 
the storm on our 
common ones found in South Africa are the follow-
ing: E. grandis (blue gum, the most popular species), 
E. macarthurii (found in higher elevations), E. nitens, 
E. smithii, E. elata, and E. dunnii. Wattle is another 
fast-growing tree species introduced from Australia. 
Wattle (Acacia meamsiil bark is har-
vested for tannin and, in recent years, 
the wood has also been used for pulp 
and other ourooses (Tab le 2.\. The pnvare sector owns70o/o of the 
total. The public ownership rests 
mainly with SAFCOL, the only 
publicly held timber company. 
way from the full-
packed cafe ! Some 
parts of KZN has 
snow, especially re-
gions at or near the 
Drakensburg 
mountain range. 
Although there are 
many game re-
serves in the coun-
try, many of these 
are not forested in Hail damage can be very severe in South 
Africa. 
The commercial products from these 
plantations include sawlogs and veneer 
logs, pulpwood, mining timber, poles, 
matchwood, and other products. As 
of the year 1996-97, the volume of pro-
duction was over 18.6 million cubic the way we inter-
pret the term here in the US. 
In plantations, the major species are pines, eucalypts, 
and wattle (see Table 2). The biggest area of com-
mercial plantations is devoted to softwoods, mostly 
pine species, which account for over half of the total 
commercial plantation area. Some of these pine spe-
cies are Pinus elliotti, Pinus patulaL Pinus radiata, 
Pinus taeda, and_Pinus greggii. Pines are used mostly 
for lumber. Eucalypts are used mainly for pulp, and 
many smaller tree farmers plant clones that are more 
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meters, with a value of close to 1. 7 5 billion rand. The 
rand is South Africa's medium of exchange; one US$ 
is worth about 6 rands in today's exchange. South 
Africa exports pulp, paper, and wood products. In 
fact, forest products rank high among its exports. In 
1996-97, coal was the country's biggest dollar earner, 
followed by metal ores, and very closely followed by 
forest products. In that same year, the country ex-
ported a total value of R 4.683 million worth of for-
est products. 
Some Issues in Forestry 
Do you know that, to plant trees for commercial or 
industrial purposes in South Africa, one needs to se-
cure a permit first? The original reason for this per-
mit system was to protect national water resources. 
Around the tum of the last century (1915), farmers 
were starting to complain of decreased water runoff 
out of afforested areas, such that in the 1970s a per-
mit system was passed regulating planting trees for 
commercial or industrial purposes. Farmers really 
believed that trees were sucking the streams dry. For 
27 years now, commercial plantation activities in 
South Africa have been controlled by the controver-
sial Afforestation Permit System (APS). The APS ba-
sically limits the planting of new land to commercial 
timber plantations - permit applications have been 
refused or granted under the 
system. A paper by D .W. van 
der Zel on the status of the 
APS appeared in the South 
African Forestry J oumal in 
1995, tracing its origins in a 
time line and up to the recent 
changes pending in this par-
ticular regulation. It has been 
said that the APS was neither 
popular with foresters (who 
ers and they form cooperatives for the purpose of 
growing trees. Natal Cooperative Timber (NCT) is 
an example of many such group of growers in South 
Africa. In Zululand, worth mentioning is the 
Khulanati, which is a cooperative composed of some 
African farmers who are going into forestry, but are 
planting only small areas to trees. The Institute of 
Commercial Forestry Research, or ICFR, invites these 
groups to its Field Days or Open Days. ICFR is an 
institution that is funded by several organizations for 
research purposes. It is located within the UNP cam-
pus and works closely with UNP' s new forestry de-
partment. Some of the problems the small growers 
have are linked to marketing of their products, and 
the sources of their planting stock. If they use clones, 
they have to buy these from other companies. 
SAFCOL, the public timber company, is to have its 
thought it was a severe re- Workers hand-plant in the fields of South 
striction on extending com- Africa. 
properties sold in the months 
to come, and preferably to 
buyers outside of South Af-
rica. SAPPI and Mondi will 
probably be excluded from 
the sale because they are the 
two biggest forestry compa-
nies in South Africa; if they 
buy SAFCOL then it would 
possibly lead to a monopo-
listic situation in the 
country's forest industry. 
mercial plantations) or envi-
ronmentalists (who thoughtAPS was not comprehen-
sive enough). The APS has been studied and changes 
have been adopted based on scientific information. 
Forestry is not necessarily in favor with the indig-
enous population either. Pasture is one of the impor-
tant traditional land uses, and cattle is a measure of 
wealth among the native people. In some places, a 
wife can be bought with cattle. Now those grazing 
grounds are giving way to forest tree plantations, es-
pecially in areas with annual rainfall around 800 mm 
and above (higher elevations mostly). Some of the 
locals did not like it to the extent that they were even 
pushing cattle to graze inside forest areas that were 
just being -established, and thus would damage the 
young trees. 
On the other hand, there are also a lot of small grow-
Fuelwood is also a very big 
problem in South Africa, especially in drier areas 
where forestry is not that good. Some local people 
come into the plantation after harvesting is done to 
gather fuel wood. In general, the fuelwood problem 
is felt all across the African continent. 
Experiences In and Out of 'Maritzburg 
Several episodes stood out from among a collection 
of memorable events during our stay in South Africa. 
One lovely morning while walking to school along a 
quiet residential street, we were snapped into reality 
by the fierce barking of dogs, separated from us by 
only a few feet, some fencing and steel bars. Let me 
tell you this interruption of our enjoyment of the flow-
ers and greenery was startling to say the least. The 
first time it happened, I literally jumped into the 
middle of the street, later thanking my guardian an-
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gels no car was passing by. Guard dogs, we subse-
quently learned, are part of the usual home security 
in 'Maritzburg and most other places. 
We had a little difficulty in buying a car in South Af-
rica - we finally got it almost a month after we came. 
We purchased our TV set at about the same time, af-
ter getting a license first (yes, one needs a license and 
has to pay a monthly fee to have a TV set!). During 
those car-less days, I came to memorize the dog-less 
from the dog-guarded sides of the road to the office. 
The first trip we took after our arrival was a half-day 
drive to some black townships around the PMB area. 
An eye-opener, I had my first close glimpse of life 
outside the city. Houses we saw were made from 
various materials: clay/earth, wood, concrete, thatched 
tops, galvanized iron roofs. We saw some 
homegardens, very green lawns, and also many bar-
ren front yards. Remnants of the old administration's 
efforts to help ensure sanitation in the townships were 
still there, such as the rows of outhouses along the 
slopes of a flatter hill close to one township. Our 
host guide could not tell me if people were actually 
using the facilities at all, since these were out of the 
way from the settlements. 
The means of transportation were varied. Big buses 
were usually for long distance travels and for tour-
ists. For local transport, people rely on taxis (mini-
buses which can seat up to 16 or more people). At 
the time of our arrival, the taxi operators were in the 
midst of a bloody "war" over lucrative routes, espe-
cially in Durban and other smaller cities. From news-
paper accounts, most of these taxis run at great speeds 
and with radios blaring to the annoyance of their pas-
sengers. There are less of the usually much small 
car-type taxis in smaller cities. 
My first long trip from Pietermaritzburg was to 
Richards Bay and its vicinity and into Zululand. 
Richards Bay has some of the biggest forest products 
processing plants in the country. To go there (about 
200-250 kilometers away), we first had to go south 
and drive through Durban (the coastal city and port 
along the southeastern side of South Africa) and then 
go up along the eastern side of the province to 
Richards Bay. The roads were very good, which is 
true with many of South Africa's main roads. The 
trip was arranged by Dladla Yusi, a forester working 
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for the Natal Cooperative Timber. A group of for-
estry students from the university also went with us 
on that trip. Yusi had been contacted by several groups 
of tree farmers from the area to help them ~ith their 
problems. These groups were members of the NCT. 
We were to observe and participate (where necessary) 
in the discussions. One rule that was emphasized was 
not to take any photos until after you have asked per-
mission. There were three such meetings. 
At the first meeting, a photo session requested after 
the meeting met with warm approval and participa-
tion by all the members in that meeting. One of the 
other meetings was held in the tribal council's court-
house. When the chief came, everybody stood up in 
deference, in much the same way that people stand 
up when the judge enters the courtroom. Another item 
of observation was that the wearing of a hat/bonnet 
or something (cloth) around the head by an adult fe-
male indicates her marital status. The Zulus are a 
proud people and unmistakably proud of their heri-
tage as well. One of the jokes I heard (translated by 
one of the council officials for the non-Zulu speaking 
visitors) was that if one of the female visitors (there 
were three of us) would agree, one of the men had 
suggested he would go home to get some cattle to 
buy a wife. Cattle is a measure of wealth and status 
in the area. 
The Sneaky Giraffes and Elusive Rhinos 
The first time we drove more than 50 miles away from 
"home" by ourselves was when we visited our first 
(and last) game reserve in Weenen, located more than 
a hundred kilometers west of 'Maritzburg. We no-
ticed two armed, uniformed men along the road lead-
ing and close to the reserve's gates. Game wardens 
we presumed, judging from their khaki-colored shirts 
and shorts. Within the reserve, one brings in and drives 
their car along well-marked dirt roads. A map shows 
where some specific animals may be observed. The 
list of animals (birds and 4-footed ones) was quite 
long, but I remembered that at least three of the big 
five were not included (lion, tiger, and elephant). Be-
cause we arrived in the middle of the day, however, 
only a few species of animals were seen (zebras, some 
species of deer, and several birds). We were hoping 
to catch a glimpse of a rhino but no such luck. We 
knew, however, that the rhinos had gone to some 
watering/cooling places because of the tell-tale signs 
along the way: humungous mounds of almost fresh 
rhino dung! Cow excreta is really nothing in com-
parison. The existing desert vegetation was beauti-
ful. Large cacti plants abound; big trees with crim-
son flowers were common; big trees looking like al-
oes were abundant. Shrubs were plenty. The ever-
present thorny and papery acacia trees provide the 
familiar flat-topped design that most people correctly 
associate with African arid lands. 
Having followed several road through areas with taller 
vegetation, we decided to explore some valleys in the 
hope of spotting a rhino. Finding none, we stopped 
in an area with much shorter shrubs and scrubs, and 
debated that no big animals would ever come there. 
Not even a giraffe, for how can it go down so low, 
and what can it get from those shrubs? Even before 
the last word left my mouth, the small head of a gi-
raffe loomed in the very near horizon. I seized the 
opportunity for a close up with my zoom lens. But I 
forgot to tum off the flash. Perhaps startled and yet 
curious, the giraffe proceeded to stride to where our 
car was and in a few seconds brought its head closer 
to one side - my side! I al-
leaves were almost unnatural, as these plants seemed 
to grow like forgotten weeds by the waysides and in 
the comers of fences around where we lived. Then 
came the orchid-like flowers of the bauhinia trees that 
fascinated me to no end. This feeling started and 
ended my days, since bauhinia trees were plentiful 
on the grounds of the university housing area where 
we were stationed. Then we were told to watch out 
for the blossoming of the jacarandas. Although we 
were already appraised of the spectacular beauty of 
these purple-flowered giant trees, we were not totally 
prepared for the fantasy-like scenarios that were dis-
played wherever these majestic trees were. Road-
sides lined up with jacarandas, or planted singly or in 
groves in front of houses - wherever they were, car-
pets of purple cover the ground in seemingly unend-
ing fashion. And to think that these trees are consid-
ered as weeds in some parts of the country-well, it's 
just unthinkable! Another very interesting flowering 
shrub, called "yesterday, today, and tomorrow," is 
actually a small plant with flowers with three distinct 
hues - whitish, bluish, and darker blue that borders 
on being purple. I quickly learned that the plant got 
its name from these hues 
which indicate that the flow-
ers still clinging to the plant 
are either two, one, or zero 
day old (today's bloom). 
There were also some large 
trees with plentiful bright yel-
low flowers. Sorry, but I have 
forgotten the name of the tree. 
,/ Spectacular vines of artificial-
most stopped breathing 
when I indeed was provided 
the opportunity of an even 
much closer CLOSE UP! Its 
eyes were enormous! A 
thought crossed my mind -
if elephants are famous for 
trampling on people and cars 
when angry or startled, this 
seemingly docile big animal 
can do the same - the end 
is near! Fortunately, it lost 
its interest in me when I pre-
tended to be a stone. 1 was A giraffe took Dr. Rule by surprise while on 
a field trip. 
looking dark purple star-
shaped flowers adorned many 
of the residences along our 
walk to the campus and also. 
Inside the campus, there were 
told later that giraffes are re-
ally very gentle creatures, and that I need not worry 
of ever being trampled. Well, after the fact, that was 
great learning! 
several other flowering plants 
and trees, including jacarandas and the purple star-
shaped flowered vines. 
I love flowers and colors. Recognizing this, Ken tried 
The Unbelievable Blooms and Ansel Adams to help preserve every possible bloom and color on 
film. Alas, most of those blooms were captured by 
It seems that there were always beautiful large flow- him in black and white! It so happened that the cam-
ering shrubs and trees all year round. When we first era he was using was loaded with the B& W film which 
came, the beautiful bird of paradise flowers were in I used to capture the silhouettes of the Drakensburg 
bloom. At times, I felt that the dominant blue, or- and nearby mountains, and the trees which were so 
ange, and purple hues of the flowers against dark green alluring and awesome during the dying hours of the 
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day. Upon knowing the story, my very good buddy 
Rich Faltonson, to whom I first related the incident, 
nicknamed him "Ansel Adams". To the disappoint-
ment of all concerned, Rich included, this later day 
Ansel's work is not quite ready for the "gallery show 
category". 
Final Tour - the Plantations and the Thornveldts 
A few days before our scheduled departure from 
Pietermaritzburg, a highly knowledgeable biologist, 
Keith Little, 
from ICFR gave 
us a tour of the 
plantations 
within a 70-mile 
distance around 
the city. The 
trip lasted the 
whole day, and 
included visits White Azaleas abound in South 
to three differ- Africa. 
ent types of plantations (wattle, pines, and eucalypts) 
in various areas. We also made several stops at areas 
where some native or indigenous species were found. 
Some of these plantation areas belong to two of South 
Africa's biggest forestry companies (Mondi Forest 
and SAPPI). For instance, in one area, more than 
20,000 hectares were planted by the company and 
small harvesting facilities were set up for this and 
other plantations close by. The types of forest plan-
tations that we saw ranged from the newly planted, to 
young saplings, harvestable stands, and newly har-
vested stands. The coppice method of regeneration 
was also common in some eucalypt plantations. It 
was a highly informative, very interesting tour. 
With respect to the remaining 3-5% indigenous for-
ests, small pockets of these can be observed as one 
travels along the corridors crisscrossing the KwaZulu-
Natal province. Some native trees can also be found 
planted near homes. Indigenous forests are usually 
found at higher elevations (about 800 mm annual rain-
fall). Also they are usually found on the southem-
facing slopes and also in river valleys. Likewise, they 
also grow in escarpments (higher points in mountains 
that catch rain). A few of these species are the fol-
lowing: yellow wood (Podocarpus sp.) which is the 
country's national tree, the native fig (Ficus sp.), Natal 
mahogany (Trichilia emetica ), and white stinkwood 
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(Ce/tis africana). 
There are lots of native acacia trees that are also known 
as "thorn trees". These are small trees with branches 
that are spreading, are fire resistant, and good for 
browsing. They grow in the grassveldt or grasslands, 
and are considered weeds. Farmers usually bum 
grasslands to get rid of this species and also to stimu-
late grass growth. Areas with native acacias are 
known as "thornveldt". This is a scenario that be-
comes more common as one leaves the expressway 
and coasts along the ·rural roads and by-ways. 
Conclusions 
All told, the close to half-a-year's stay in 
Pietermaritzburg has afforded me with precious time 
to wonder at beauties that only nature can provide. 
Although my research progress was slow at first, it 
gained momentum toward the end of our stay, with 
the data ending in my computer for continuing work 
back in Ames. My interactions with South African 
students also afforded me with the opportunity to 
observe student life and perspectives in learning in 
that particular part of the world. They are as 
hardworking and diligent as any students I have 
known. The stay also allowed me some time to pur-
sue some grantsmanship activities which, at the year's 
end, proved to be very fruitful. The blooms and the 
A Eucalyptus Plantation, common in South 
Africa. 
unique desert features will always remind me of South 
Africa. I have a small wooden giraffe to remind me 
of the "encounter" of the nth kind. The grassy lands, 
with their spectacular thorny trees and unique cano-
pies, are the stereotypes with which many of us have 
envisioned arid Africa to be. This perception, at least, 
is true and has been captured in many postcards as 
well. For more substantial reminders, I have is this 
article and some films to preserve my memories. 
(Note: I would like to thank Rich Faltonsonfor proof-
reading this article and for his excellent suggestions 
that clarified the garbled parts. I would also like to 
applaud Julie and Karen for their persistence and 
reminders in ensuring that I commit these experiences 
on paper and be on time for the production of the 
Ames Forester.) 
Kloof Falls about 50 km from Pietermaritzburg, 
South Africa. 
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